'Soft Power', Selfishness, or Altruism? Motivations and Satisfaction of US-Based International Volunteers by Jackson, EJ & Adarlo, G
Title 'Soft Power', Selfishness, or Altruism? Motivations andSatisfaction of US-Based International Volunteers
Author(s) Jackson, EJ; Adarlo, G
Citation The International Journal of Diversity in Education, 2016, v. 16 n.3, p. 21-34
Issued Date 2016
URL http://hdl.handle.net/10722/229587
Rights
The International Journal of Diversity in Education. Copyright ©
Common Ground Publishing.; NOTICE: Readers must contact
Common Ground for permission to reproduce.; This work is
licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-
NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License.
To be included in: Susan Bridges, Liz Jackson, & Patcy Yeung (Eds.), Affirming Diversity of Social and 
Educational Justice, Special Issue of International Journal of Diversity  in Organizations, Communities, and 
Nations (forthcoming).  
 
“Soft Power”, Selfishness, or Altruism? Motivations and Satisfaction of US-Based 
International Volunteers 
Liz Jackson and Genejane Adarlo 
University of Hong Kong 
 
Abstract 
Postcolonial critiques of international development organizations scrutinise their role in “soft power” 
public diplomacy, observing as symptomatic the partly self-serving motivations and naïve beliefs 
about the world of many volunteers. However, international volunteers are not necessarily influenced 
by political agendas or selfishness; nor should they be assumed as naïvely complicit in problematic 
international relations strategies. This article examines the perceptions of United States-based 
volunteers in education and public health working with an international development organisation, 
exploring their motivations and senses of satisfaction with their experiences. By framing volunteers’ 
experiences as fundamental to the field of international volunteerism, our findings add nuance to 
simplistic views of volunteerism as a broad tool of soft power or as acts of selfless altruism, enabling 
volunteer programmes to become more holistic, grounded, and critical in conceptualizing their work.  
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Introduction 
 Traditionally associated with spreading charitable acts, fostering peace and well-being, and 
binding humanity together (McBride and Daftary, 2005), international volunteering and service 
generally appeals to the public today, attracting government, non-profit, faith-based, and corporate 
organisations to systematically send great numbers of volunteers overseas (Devereux, 2008; Lough, 
McBride, and Sherraden, 2009). Thus, the twenty-first century is marked by growing numbers of 
people, especially young people, engaging in international volunteering (Brav, Moore, and 
Sherraden, 2002; Sherraden, Lough, and McBride, 2008). However, such projects are not without 
challenges and risks, both to volunteers and their hosts. International volunteerism has been criticised 
from postcolonial perspectives as a tool of “soft power” of dominant nation-states, while volunteers 
have been depicted as dupes of public diplomacy, or as complicit, self-serving agents within 
organisation, who manifest and project ethnocentric, superior attitudes regarding development work.  
Although more studies are needed on community impacts across sites, effective international 
volunteering and service clearly hinges on the volunteers themselves, who carry out development 
programmes in line with their beliefs and attitudes about the field (Devereux, 2008). This article 
provides a case study that examines the perspectives and experiences of volunteers from the United 
States recruited through a major development organisation dedicated to international assistance and 
intercultural understanding. It explores volunteers’ motivations to go abroad on a long-term basis (for 
approximately 1-3 years), and their senses of satisfaction regarding their service. Our findings 
indicate that international volunteers hold complex, mixed views of their service and role in the field, 
dialogically conceptualising their work against competing discourses of altruism and service, and 
selfishness, soft power, and exploitation. Though such data do not give a conclusive picture of a 
volunteer programme’s effectiveness, it can broaden and complicate views of international 
volunteerism by including volunteers’ voices. These data can thus be useful for organisations 
working with volunteers from developed, Western countries (and particularly the United States) to 
understand their impact as facilitated through volunteers’ work. 
 
The Rise of International Volunteerism and Service 
 Sherraden, Lough, and McBride define international volunteering and service as “an 
[organised] period of engagement and contribution to society by volunteers, who work across an 
international border in another country or countries” (2008, p. 397). It is normally “[recognised] and 
valued by society, with minimal monetary compensation” (Sherraden, 2001, p. 5). Similarly for the 
United Nations, international volunteering and service involves three elements: (1) actions are carried 
out freely and without coercion, (2) financial gain is not the main motivating principle, and (3) there 
is a beneficiary other than the volunteer (Devereux, 2008, p. 359). It is, as Trau additionally points 
out, commonly “state-sponsored… [and] typically engages professionals for an extended period of 
time at the request of local communities, organisations, or government agencies in developing 
countries” (2015, p. 29).  
Freely rendering service to others in a country where one does not hold citizenship dates back 
to colonial times and the activities of missionary groups. After the establishment of United Nations at 
the end of World War II, international volunteering was more popularly embraced across developed 
societies as a means to provide aid and enhance countries’ development, in recognition of the 
increased interdependence of nations and importance of cooperation to global peace and prosperity 
(McBride and Daftary, 2005). Initially aimed to provide technical assistance and knowledge transfer, 
programmes and projects later began to acknowledge the importance of mutual learning, 
empowerment, partnership, and community development (Smith and Laurie, 2011). Thus, 
international volunteering and service is seen as a strategy to achieve local, national, and global 
objectives (Brav, Moore, and Sherraden, 2002), particularly when globalisation can alternatively be 
seen as exacerbating inequalities and dehumanising labouring populations (Devereux, 2008). 
 Today many people across societies value international service, and government, non-profit, 
faith-based, and corporate organisations of many ideologies and persuasions send volunteers 
overseas in a variety of missions (Devereux, 2008; Lough, McBride, and Sherraden, 2009). 
International volunteering represents approximately 60% of civic service programmes worldwide, of 
which 93% are overseen by non-government organisations based in North America and Western 
Europe (McBride and Daftary, 2005). Volunteerism in Asia and particularly in China is also on the 
rise, to serve developing areas locally and internationally (Zhou and Shang, 2011; Jackson and 
Adarlo, 2015).  
On one hand, international volunteering and service provides mutual benefits to hosts and 
volunteers that, in general, positively correlate with length of stay in host countries, including 
acquisition of new knowledge, skills, and perspectives; facilitation of cross-cultural exchanges and 
understanding; and building local capacity (Heron, 2011; Tiessen and Heron, 2012). On the other 
hand, international volunteering is criticised for the potentially self-serving, rather than purely 
altruistic, motives of volunteers and programmes (Devereux, 2008). Volunteer organisations have 
been charged with perpetuating power differences between server and served and with promoting 
more powerful states’ interests by involving foreign government representatives with host country 
civic life in ways that can undermine individual empowerment in favour of “soft power” political 
agendas. Thus, imperialism is maintained by disguising neo-colonial practices as programmes of 
intercultural understanding, good will, aid, and development (Brav, Moore, and Sherraden, 2002).  
At the individual level, selfish motives can be seen to intermingle with altruistic motives as 
volunteers aim to gain something personally while also serving others (Rehberg, 2005; Cook, 2012). 
Volunteers may regard the time and money they spent in developing countries as investments for 
their resumes (Heron, 2011) or “to create morally justifiable lifestyles” (Butcher and Smith, 2010, p. 
30). A number may see volunteering as a response to “biographical discontinuity caused by life 
crises or self-chosen biographical reorientation” (Rehberg, 2005, p. 110). Additionally, superior, 
ethnocentric, and “harmful ideas about the recipients of development structure most volunteers’ 
understanding of their development work and their everyday development practices” (Cook, 2012, p. 
133), reinforcing, stereotypes of the “other” over time. Thus, notwithstanding the possibilities and 
often clear social, economic, and civic benefits of international volunteering (Brav, Moore, and 
Sherraden, 2002), emerging voices call for more critical approaches to capacity building so as to 
address such pitfalls (McBride and Daftary, 2005; Devereux, 2008).    
 Volunteerism in the United States 
 Volunteering has a long history in the United States. Domestic volunteering became a part of 
civic duty there in the late-eighteenth century, amidst the country’s mass industrialisation and rise of 
its middle class (Salas, 2008). Throughout its history, volunteering has been observed to surge 
whenever the country has experienced large-scale hardships, such as in the Civil War, the Great 
Depression, and World War II. Today, the United States remains distinctive in its popular 
philanthropy, in terms of both the number of hours spent on average volunteering per year, as well as 
the percentage of its Gross Domestic Product given to charities. Volunteers from the United States 
tend to be relatively young and white, with most serving in educational projects and/or in Africa. 
According to the Current Population Survey, 29% of international volunteers coming from the 
United States from 2004-2012 were between 24-44 years of age; 51% were female, 86% were white, 
and 52% were involved in teaching, tutoring, or mentoring youth (Lough, 2013). Similarly, in the 
largest international volunteering and service organisation (by number of volunteers and 
sites/communities served), the Peace Corps, volunteers in 2013 had a mean age of 29 with 63% being 
female, more than 70% being white, 46% serving in Africa, and 40% volunteering in educational 
programmes (US Peace Corps, 2013).    
Volunteerism is often seen in the United States as a symbol of democracy, based in altruism 
and solidarity with others worldwide (Salas, 2008). Yet as mentioned previously, volunteers at the 
individual level tend to have a mix of selfish and altruistic motivations for participating in 
international development and service. In Lough, McBride, and Sherraden’s (2009) study of 291 
participants from two US-based non-profit organisations, reasons given for deciding to volunteer 
overseas included desires to face challenging or meaningful experiences, make a difference by 
helping others, acquire intercultural understanding, travel or live abroad, and gain international 
experience and language skills. Critics further attest that volunteering and service overseas by 
American participants can also be viewed as a means to advance the country’s interests. In the guise 
of benevolence and philanthropy, international volunteering and service is said to legitimise 
American influence over the rest of the world (Lombas, 2011). It is deemed a subtle way to dominate 
and exploit in an era when militaristic colonialism is no longer socially acceptable, while 
assumptions of cultural superiority from an earlier era of politics remain widespread (Brav, Moore, 
and Sherraden, 2002; Jackson, 2014; Lombas, 2011).  
For example, the (aforementioned) Peace Corps was founded in 1961 to represent the United 
States as an agent of world peace and friendship by providing technical assistance to areas in need 
and promoting intercultural understanding, as volunteers live and work alongside the people they 
serve” (US Peace Corps, 2013, p. 2). However, many argue that the Peace Corps has also been a 
strategy for the United States to win the Cold War and sustain its political and cultural supremacy, by 
wielding American foreign policy in “soft power” forms of Western-style democracy, freedom, and 
modernisation, enabling dependency on humanitarian aid among less developed, less autonomous 
countries (Lombas, 2011). At the micro level, Jackson (2014, p. 356) observes how outcomes are 
today demanded by the Peace Corps, in a way that can conflict with local and volunteer values of 
sustainability and intercultural engagement: 
Everyone involved senses the development imaginary at work; a [volunteer-initiated] 
garden is not just a garden, but represents acquiescence to the imaginary. In asking a 
community to consider a garden, the [volunteer] paradoxically asks it to buy in to 
(and accept) its own deficiency, its own lacking: to not just accept, but to act on the 
acceptance, that the [volunteer] knows best, and a garden would make their lives 
better. 
Despite such criticisms, many people in the United States (as worldwide) continue to be 
drawn to international volunteering and service, resulting not only in a surge of new volunteers in 
recent years, but also in diverse organisations setting up rising numbers of programmes. From 2004-
2012, approximately 1,000,000 individuals per year from the United States volunteered 
internationally, with 45% of them serving two weeks or less (Lough, 2013). Due to the influx of 
volunteering programmes, organisations have begun to compete not only for financial resources but 
also for this pool of human resources, fuelling professional, practical, and scholarly interest in 
volunteer recruitment and retention (Bussell and Forbes, 2002). As Nichols notes (2013, p. 987), 
volunteers are a peculiar group to study because “in terms of the psychological contract …they are 
not bound to the [organisations] they ‘work’ for by the usual ties of employment.” In the framework 
of Rosseau’s (1995) Psychological Contract Theory, volunteers are seen to widely differ in their 
perceptions related to volunteering since they have varying beliefs regarding their shared obligations 
with service organisations. Some volunteers may have a sense of their commitment as a transactional 
exchange, while others may see their service as a relational exchange of trust and responsibility, a 
shared exchange of ideologies, or some combination of these (Nichols, 2013). 
Past studies show, for instance, that international volunteers may deem their service as an 
expression of their individual pre-existing needs and dispositions towards prosocial behaviour, an 
articulation of their values (altruism, compassion, generosity, etc.) and beliefs, and/or as a 
requirement of citizenry and democracy (Hustinx, Cnaan, and Handy, 2010, p. 420). Yet recent 
views suggest a growing trend wherein such volunteers “do not seem to have come back from their 
international experiences imbued with a passion for social justice” (Heron, 2011, p. 116). Exploring 
their views at the individual level can also reveal how volunteer identities develop across social 
categories such as gender, as in Lombas’s (2011) ethnographic research on Peace Corps Volunteers, 
which found that male volunteers were more likely to anticipate their role as that of a heroic “super 
volunteer,” while females were more likely to emphasise helping others and altruistic intentions.   
Thus, gaining a better understanding of international volunteers -- their profiles and psyches -
- can lead to the development of more informed policies for volunteer programmes, which can more 
precisely attend to such pitfalls associated with international volunteering. As Bussell and Forbes 
(2002) note, knowing the “four W’s” of volunteering can help inform decision making, by 
considering what perceptions volunteers have about costs and benefits of rendering their services to 
others, where they volunteer, who takes part, and why they volunteer. Similarly, Omoto and Snyder’s 
(2002) Volunteer Process Model of antecedent (motivations to volunteer), experience (placement, 
responsibilities, performance, and satisfaction) and consequences (changes that occur from volunteer 
service) likewise aims to help align volunteer programmes towards practices and outcomes that 
facilitate greater social justice (Salas, 2008).  
This case study aims to understand the why and what of volunteering of individuals from the 
United States, and offers glimpses into Omoto and Synder’s process model by surveying United 
States-based international volunteers on their motivations, experiences, and views of their successes 
and satisfactions (and failures) in international volunteering. The findings illustrate how at the 
practical level, “colonial and postcolonial imaginaries of development are simultaneously reinforced, 
their interrelationships and contradictions playing out through new constructions of what it means to 
volunteer overseas” (Smith and Laurie, 2011, p. 546). 
 
Methods  
 In late 2012, a self-administered questionnaire with approximately 50 closed and 10 
(optional) open-ended questions (including demographic questions) was developed from related 
instruments (Costanzo, 1981; Linse, 1989) in consultation with current and former volunteers, 
administrators, and programme staff of several international development organisations with home 
bases in the United States. It was pretested before administration to a representative sample for face 
validity and adjusted thereafter with minor changes to wording and phrasing. Upon receiving 
institutional ethical approval, the questionnaire was administered online via Google Forms as part of 
a larger study on international exchange programmes in mid-2013. The survey was open to United 
States citizens who had served or were serving as volunteers abroad for more than 6 months. The 
requirement that participants had served for more than 6 months helped ensure that most had already 
experienced any possible culture-shock phase of service, as experiences of excitement or frustration 
have been seen to be most prominent and dramatic shortly after arrival in a new culture (Chang, 
Chen, Huang, and Yuan, 2012, p. 236). Of course, this requirement inevitably reduces the pool of 
dissatisfied volunteers with negative early experiences, as those volunteers with positive experiences 
usually serve for longer periods (Finkelstein, 2006). 
To recruit participants (on a voluntary and anonymous basis, with respect to individuals and 
organisations), coordination was provided by administrative staff and volunteer representatives from 
several organisations. As most volunteers (working with the development organisations studied) are 
relatively independent in the field, recruitment efforts included emailing and posting of web links and 
information on online message boards, groups, and forums, by volunteers as well as programme 
staff, former volunteers, and the investigators. Collected data from the online survey was exported 
and sorted according to the purposes of this study, extracting data from participants from one 
international organisation to increase validity of findings. 123 individual participants’ responses are 
included here. Similar to the findings of Lough (2013) and the Peace Corps (2013), survey 
respondents had a mean age of 35 years with the majority being female and white. Most volunteered 
in Africa, served for at least 12 months, and contributed to the education sector (Table 1).  
Scores were assigned to statements regarding how important various factors were for 
deciding to volunteer (why), and the extent to which they felt satisfied in their volunteer work, in 
achieving personal goals, and fulfilling community responsibilities (what). Each positive statement 
that related to why respondents joined (i.e. traveling and seeing different parts of the world, making a 
difference and helping other people, experiencing a challenge and achieving something, growing as a 
person, and gaining practical career experience and skills) was given a score of 3 if it was considered 
“most important,” 2 if “important,” 1 if “a little important,” or 0 if “not at all important.” Negatively 
phrased statements (i.e. escaping the demands of ordinary life and taking a break from reality or 
avoiding employment), were assigned reversed scores: 3 when a respondent answered it was “not at 
all important,” 2 for “a little important,” 1 for “important,” and 0 for “most important.” For each 
statement related to what perceptions respondents had about the costs and benefits of their service, 
including their satisfaction with the quality of their work, achieving personal goals, and fulfilling 
their responsibilities, scores were given from 5 to 1, depending on whether respondents strongly 
agreed, agreed, were neutral, disagreed, or strongly disagreed.     
Table 1. Demographic characteristics of survey respondents from an international organization 
Characteristics  Sig.  
Age (in Mean + SD) 35.2 + 14.1 .000* 
Sex (by frequency and percent distribution)   
Male  39 (31.7%) .000* 
Female 84 (68.3%)  
Ethnicity (by frequency and percent distribution)   
White/Caucasian 106 (86.2%) .000* 
Others 017 (13.8%)  
Site of Placement (by frequency and percent distribution)  
South Africa 79 (64.2%) .002* 
Others 44 (35.8%)  
Field of Volunteer Work (by frequency and percent distribution)  
Education 82 (66.7%) .000* 
Non-Education 41 (33.3%)  
Length of Service (by frequency and percent distribution) 
0 to 12 months  14 (11.4%) .000* 
13 to 24 months 52 (42.3%)  
More than 24 months 57 (46.3%)  
Note: Statistically significant variables are indicated by *   
 
Processed data were analysed at 95% confidence interval using IBM SPSS Statistics. 
Descriptive statistics was also conducted, including mean and standard deviation for numerical 
variables as well as frequency and percent distribution for nominal variables. Given that the 
respondents’ demographic characteristics were not normally distributed (Table 1), non-parametric 
statistics were carried out to determine whether motivation and satisfaction significantly differed by 
age, sex, ethnicity, site of placement, field of volunteer work, and length of service. Spearman rho 
correlation was also used to determine the degree of association between motivating factors (why) 
and areas of satisfaction (what). Thematic discourse analysis was conducted on responses to 
(optional) open-ended questions regarding motivations, experiences, and satisfaction and success 
(and failures and disappointments), to further illustrate and contextualise major themes within the 
findings.   
 
Motivations for Volunteering 
  Many participants indicated more than one source or factor of motivation to enter the field of 
long-term international volunteer service, with many expressing significant intermixing of 
motivations that might be cast singly as selfish or altruistic. That one could benefit while also serving 
others was a prominent theme in analysing responses. When the scores of each respondent to the 
seven why statements were summed up, the 123 participants of this case study demonstrated a mean 
total motivation score of 16.1 with a standard deviation (SD) of 2.9. Given that 42% of the 
respondents had total scores of 16, 17, and 18 to why statements, these results suggest that almost 
half of the survey respondents deemed traveling and seeing different parts of the world, making a 
difference and helping other people, experiencing a challenge and achieving something, growing 
better as a person, gaining practical career experience and skills, escaping the demands of ordinary 
life, and taking a break from reality or avoiding employment as important deciding factors to 
volunteer overseas. Of all the why statements, making a difference and helping other people was held 
as the most important reason to volunteer, while taking a break from reality or avoiding 
unemployment was rated as the least important among respondents (Table 2). Such findings are 
similar to the motivations of volunteers identified by Lough, McBride, and Sherraden (2009) in their 
study of 291 participants in two US-based non-profit organisations wherein having a challenging or 
meaningful experience, making a difference by helping others, traveling and living abroad, and 
gaining skills useful for career development were rated as important, while needing employment, 
among others, was ranked as less important. 
Table 2. Motivation and satisfaction scores in mean and standard deviation  
Item Statements Attributed Scores 
Motivation  
To travel and see different parts of the world 02.4 + 0.8 
To make a difference and help other people 02.6 + 0.7 
To experience a challenge & achieve something 02.3 + 0.9 
To better myself/to grow as a person 02.4 + 0.8 
To gain practical career experience or skill. 01.7 + 1.0 
To escape the demands of my ordinary life** 02.4 + 0.9 
To take a break from reality or avoid unemployment** 02.5 + 0.9 
Total 16.1 + 2.9 
Satisfaction  
I am satisfied with the quality of my work. 04.0 + 0.9 
I achieve my personal goals. 04.1 + 0.8 
I fulfilled my responsibilities. 04.2 + 0.8 
Total 12.3 + 2.1 
Note: ** signifies reverse scoring is applied.  
 
Open-ended responses provided further insights regarding what compelled respondents to 
take part in international volunteering and service. In a response to an open-ended question about the 
most important reason for respondents to volunteer, many discussed the opportunity to help others 
and make a difference as a prevailing theme, linked to a traditional altruistic, service-oriented 
conceptualisation of volunteerism noted previously. For instance, a 62-year-old white male expressed 
a “sense of need to help others,” while a 31-year-old white female “wanted to make a difference in 
the world [so as] to be part of the global community.” For others, this altruism was expressed rather 
as a sense of moral duty, of wanting to repay the world at large for opportunities and privileges that 
they had received from growing up in a wealthier society and/or in more advantaged social position 
than those they served in the field. A 29-year-old white male expressed for instance that he “wanted 
to give back and to earn [his] citizenship by serving.” In the same way, a 26-year-old white female 
recognised being “given a lot of opportunities, [so wishing to take] the chance to do the same for 
someone else.” One 25-year-old white male specifically volunteered due to a sense of responsibility 
on behalf of USA, framing this responsibility to the USA emphatically as doing good acts rather than 
as public diplomacy or serving distinctively American interests abroad, highlighting the difference 
between selfishness and altruism in civic action: 
America is a world superpower, but it seems to be lacking global responsibility. I 
joined to make sure this great and powerful country is sending something good out 
into the world. 
A similar sense of compassionately based civic or moral duty was expressed by a 31-year-old black 
female who chose to volunteer abroad in underserved communities because she felt “that a person's 
chance at ‘success’ should not be less than another's simply because of where they were born, or 
what they were born as.”  
On the other hand, similar to a study by Lough, McBride, and Sherraden (2009), a number of 
participants also indicated the prospect of self-growth, personally or professionally, as other major 
motivations for their choice to volunteer. According to a 69-year-old white male, he considered 
international volunteering and service as a means to help him transition personally in life, into a more 
creative phase of retirement from traditional employment. A similar sentiment related to the need and 
desire for personal transformation was expressed by a 26-year-old white female, who indicated that 
she volunteered because she had “went through a very rough stage.” For a 47-year-old white female, 
she wanted a break from teaching full-time in the community that she came from, in order to “put 
[her] issues into perspective.” Of course, such practical or self-serving interests can be interrelated 
with more altruistic intentions -- and were by many such respondents. A 31 year-old American 
Indian female regarded her volunteerism as a way “to gain compassion for others and a greater 
understanding of how others live.” A 36-year-old white female perceived her volunteer service as a 
means to express herself more as a compassionate and socially responsible person, indicating a desire 
to change her own identity to better align with her moral values.  
Some participants also expressed more clearly and exclusively self-serving intentions, 
conveying they chose to volunteer overseas to be individually transformed as well as to see different 
aspects of the world and learn from these experiences. Such egoistic and self-oriented motives were 
similarly observed by Tiessen (2012) as common among younger people involved in international 
volunteering. In particular, these respondents identified the opportunity for professional growth as 
something they felt they would gain from volunteering abroad. They specifically viewed 
international volunteering as an opportunity to practically apply knowledge and skills they learned by 
doing charitable acts. Relatedly, a handful of participants remarked that they wanted to gain 
experience in the field to get familiar with international development work and consider and/or 
prepare for an eventual career in development and service. As most participants indicated in their 
responses to open-ended questions (which most completed) both self-serving and other-serving 
motivations for their service, international volunteering and service was clearly seen by many 
participants, to put it in the words of a 31-year-old white female, as “a perfect combination of 
altruism and pragmatism,” within a conceptualisation of volunteerism wherein volunteers can 
improve themselves as they contribute to global society and help those in need of assistance through 
no personal fault of their own.  
Table 3. Motivation and satisfaction scores according to demographic characteristics of survey respondents 
 Motivation Satisfaction 
Characteristic
s 
Trave
l 
Differenc
e 
Challeng
e  
Gro
w 
Caree
r 
Escape*
* 
Break*
* 
Wor
k 
Goal
s 
Responsibilit
y 
Age -0.02 -0.13 -0.03 -0.04 -0.19 -0.11 -0.19 0.10 0.07 0.09 
Sex 
Male 2.3 2.3* 2.3 2.4 1.6 2.3 2.4 4.1 4.1 4.2 
Female 2.4 2.7* 2.4 2.4 1.8 2.5 2.5 3.9 4.1 4.2 
Ethnicity 
White 2.3 2.6 2.3 2.4 1.7 2.4 2.5 4.0 4.1 4.2 
Others 2.5 2.6 2.4 2.5 1.7 2.3 2.5 4.2 4.3 4.4 
Site of Placement 
South Africa 2.3 2.5 2.3 2.4 1.7 2.5 2.6 3.9 4.1 4.2 
Others 2.5 2.7 2.3 2.4 1.8 2.2 2.3 4.1 4.1 4.3 
Field of Volunteer Work 
Education 2.1* 2.5* 2.3 2.3 1.7 2.4 2.4 3.9 4.1 4.1 
Others 2.8* 2.8* 2.3 2.5 1.8 2.3 2.6 4.1 4.2 4.3 
Length of Service 
0-12 months 2.4 2.6 2.6 2.6 1.6 2.0 2.6 3.5* 3.7* 3.6* 
12-24 months 2.2 2.5 2.1 2.3 1.6 2.3 2.4 3.9* 4.0* 4.1* 
25-up months 2.5 2.6 2.3 2.4 1.8 2.5 2.5 4.2* 4.3* 4.4* 
Notes: 
* indicates statistical significance. 
** signifies reverse scoring is applied. 
 by Spearman rho correlation 
 by Mann-Whitney U test 
 by Kruskal-Wallis test  
 
When non-parametric statistics were performed to account for differences in the respondents’ 
demographic characteristics (Table 3), younger age was slightly correlated with respondents giving 
greater importance to gaining practical career experience or skills (p=.032) and to taking a break 
from reality or avoiding unemployment (p=.035). Echoing Lombas’s (2011) findings, females put 
more emphasis than males did on making a difference and helping others as motivations to volunteer 
abroad (p=.020), in contrast with having an adventure or “heroic” personal challenge or 
transformation. In comparison with those in education,  participants from other fields (i.e., health, 
agriculture, business, infrastructure, etc.) were more likely to express being driven by desires to 
travel and see different parts of the world (p=.000), as well as make a difference and help other 
people (p=.001). For instance, a 62-year-old white male placed in South Africa for small enterprise 
development was motivated to become an international volunteer in order to appease his curiosity 
about the world and to do something worthwhile: 
Since childhood, I have had a passionate and wide-ranging curiosity about how the 
world works… While repression, corruption, self-interest and mindless resistance to 
change will always be with us, there have always been people and [organisations] 
that patiently try to build, inform, and make things right, in spite of all obstacles. 
These upwellings of the positive are essential… just as the act of doing constructive 
work is essential for the people who do it. 
Such findings correspond to the reasons given by international volunteers in a study by Rehberg 
(2005, p. 113): namely to achieve something positive for others, to experience the new, and, at the 
same time, to go on a quest for oneself. 
 
Satisfaction and Sense of Accomplishment among Volunteers 
 Although those participating in this study were of course self-selected volunteers who more 
or less successfully made it through what many dub a critical six-month initiation and culture shock 
phase of international service (Chang et al., 2012), degrees of satisfaction with different aspects of 
volunteer service can nonetheless vary significantly from one individual to the next across 
programmes, sites, and = time. Thus, we found in this study that although many participants 
expressed a predictably significant sense of satisfaction, a more in-depth analysis revealed often 
complex perceptions among participants to the varying possible aims or goals of service. Adding the 
scores to the three what statements for each survey participant, the respondents manifested a mean 
total satisfaction score of 12.3 (SD of 2.1), with at least 70% of them having total satisfaction scores 
not lower than 12. Such results, taking also into consideration the mean scores of each statement 
(Table 2), indicate that the participants of this case study, for the most part, experienced substantial 
satisfaction regarding the outcomes of their international volunteer work, achieving their personal 
goals, and fulfilling their responsibilities to the communities they served.      
 Open-ended responses revealed a myriad of viewpoints on how satisfied participants felt 
about their volunteer experience overseas. Clearly aligned with many participants’ expressed 
motivations to pursue volunteer work, most respondents expressed an overall sense of fulfilment 
regarding their field experience, describing it as memorable and meaningful, and as an enabler that 
allowed them to grow as a person and make a difference in the world. These respondents, by and 
large, also expressed that they felt contented, and elaborated their sense of success further as pride in 
having adapted well in the situations they were in, by finding new and different ways to help, as well 
as by “resetting” their service goals according to the needs of the community and the opportunities 
available to them. For example, a 24-year-old white male, upon realising “how hard of a task it was 
to change a status quo” in a school setting, decided to reset his goals and focus his attention on those 
who “wanted to change and be better teachers.” Similarly, a 37-year-old white female had to change 
her goals as a volunteer when she got to know more about her host community: “originally, I wanted 
to do particular projects; but then it turned out that my community didn't need those projects and 
needed other ones, so I changed my goals -- I count that as a success.” To some, an overwhelming 
sense of fulfilment was felt, such as for a 27-year-old Asian American male who stated, “I exceeded 
my expectations,” and a 62-year-old white female who indicated, “My volunteer experience was so 
rewarding at many levels.” Other respondents were more wistful, however, reflecting a slight sense 
of regret despite challenges and limitations that were not necessarily related to any personal fault or 
failure. For instance, one 57-year-old white male expressed, “I accomplished meaningful things, but 
not as much as I had hoped,” while a 26-year-old female of mixed ethnicity similarly reflected, 
“There were some things I wish I had done.”  
As mentioned previously, much critical theorising about volunteerism has suggested that 
volunteers can be complicit in reinscribing power relations through international volunteer service, 
by internalising (perhaps unwittingly) discourses of superiority and inferiority, and uncritically using 
their service as an opportunity to feel good about themselves in an unequal and unjust global context 
(Cook, 2012). However for a significant group of volunteers participating in this study, such 
discourses weighed heavily on them as they reflected on the meaning and value of their work. 
Though one-fifth of respondents explicitly believed that their host communities had benefitted from 
their service, a handful were blunt in describing what they saw as an asymmetric relationship that 
they felt they had played a problematic role within. As one 31-year-old Asian American male 
remarked, “I feel like I gained a lot more than I gave,” despite an expressed interest in volunteering 
specifically to serve others. Others, such as this 27-year-old white female, admitted they were not 
satisfied with their volunteer work, reflecting in their explanations their first-hand experience and 
perceptions in relation to known criticisms of volunteering as a problematic self-serving practice: 
The people who get the most out of international volunteer experiences are the 
volunteers themselves. Many international and local NGOs are actually 
exploitative of the communities being served, albeit not usually maliciously, but due 
to ignorance, laziness, or competing goals. 
In this context, some participants, particularly in their open-ended comments, were clearly 
disappointed and disillusioned by their experience, specifically when they felt constrained by what 
they perceived as competing priorities from themselves, their communities, and/or the volunteering 
organisation they served with. Though a handful of participants, as mentioned previously, felt proud 
to have reset their goals for their service based on differing expectations in the field, for others the 
mismatch of aims was viewed more sceptically and with disappointment. For example, a 25-year-old 
white female was upset upon realising that the goals she set for herself did not match the needs of the 
community she served or the capacity of the international organisation she volunteered to, while a 
62-year-old white male was left frustrated for not being able to institute the changes he envisioned 
for a rural African community, because of cultural barriers as well as a lack of appropriate cultural 
expectations:  
Coming from a culture and with a background where knowledge was the principal 
driver of conduct, I was unprepared to deal effectively with a community where the 
principal drivers of conduct are superstition, myth, misinformation … [I sensed] 
that few listened and fewer changed what they were doing because of [this 
adherence to perceived cultural norms]. 
Relatedly, in response to a question regarding sense of satisfaction with service, cultural differences 
were identified by one 67-year-old white female as precluding her ability “to integrate into the social 
structure/life of the village where I lived in a meaningful way.” Thus, to a certain extent, respondents 
felt similarly to those studied by Tiessen and Heron (2012, p. 54), in that they “had a modest and, at 
times, problematic sense of impact…[recognising] their minimal contribution in terms of 
development assistance and… the ramifications of their presence and work abroad.” 
When non-parametric statistics were carried out to see whether differences in the 
respondents’ demographic characteristics were associated with the degree of satisfaction they felt as 
international volunteers, no statistically significant differences in satisfaction ratings were noted by 
age, sex, ethnicity, site of placement, or field of volunteer work (Table 3). Predictably, only length of 
service seemed to be significantly related to satisfaction ratings, with a longer duration of service 
showing higher scores in relation to satisfaction with the quality of their work (p=.014), in achieving 
their personal goals (p=.020), and fulfilling their responsibilities (p=.003). Such findings can offer 
further insights into volunteer’s commitment to service, particularly in view of the fact that the act of 
volunteering, as Finkelstein (2006) elaborates, tends to continue as long as one’s motives are met. 
Correspondingly, volunteering is more likely to persist if the private and public benefits that can be 
derived, as Hustinx, Cnaan, and Handy (2010) point out, are greater than the costs it incurs.   
As mentioned previously, developing a match between motivations for volunteering and the 
satisfactions volunteers experience can help ensure commitment and retention of volunteers in 
service (Salas, 2008). To explore whether such a match occurred in this case study, Spearman rho 
correlation was used to determine the degrees of association between the motivating factors (why 
statements) and certain areas of satisfaction (what statements) among the survey respondents (Table 
4). It was found that participating volunteers whose motives were seeing different parts of the world 
(p=.031) and gaining practical career experience p=.035) expressed that they had achieved their 
personal goals, but they did not express having attained a significant sense of fulfilment with regard 
to volunteer work and responsibilities. Such findings resonate with the claims of Rosseau (1995) and 
Omoto and Snyder (2002) that expectations powerfully frame and impact upon experiences in 
international volunteering and service, as those goals that are sought by the volunteers can be 
powerful factors shaping their orientation, aims, and practices in the field, in a kind of self-fulfilling 
prophecy. 
 
Table 4. Degree of association between motivation and satisfaction scores 
Statements Areas of Satisfaction 
 Work Goals Responsibilities 
Motivating Factor Rho Sig. Rho Sig. Rho Sig. 
Travel and see different parts of the world 0.08 .376 0.20 .031* 0.12 .156 
Make a difference and help other people 0.01 .937 0.04 .626 -0.01 .876 
Experience a challenge & achieve something -0.02 .806 0.00 1.00 0.02 .832 
Better myself/to grow as a person -0.01 .935 0.08 .381 -0.06 .490 
Gain practical career experience or skills 0.09 .344 0.19 .035* 0.15 .097 
Escape the demands of my ordinary life** 0.08 .403 0.08 .407 0.07 .458 
Take a break from reality or avoid unemployment** 0.18 .053 0.12 .076 0.12 .204 
Notes: * indicates statistical significance. ** signifies reverse scoring applied. 
 
Discussion 
 At the individual level, volunteers’ motivations, experiences, and perceptions of international 
volunteering and service vary widely, in relation to their diverse work sites and programmes and 
other identity factors such as age and gender (Nichols, 2013; Tiessen and Heron, 2012; Hustinx, 
Cnaan, and Handy, 2010; Rehberg, 2005; Omoto and Snyder, 2002). As seen in this study, volunteers 
chose to volunteer as an expression of their pre-existing needs and disposition for prosocial 
behaviours and/or as a demonstration of their values and beliefs and democratic ideals for a better 
society. Many of participants in this study indeed revealed egoistic and self-oriented motives for their 
service, in line with critical research on international volunteerism. Instead of “collective politics” 
and a strong sense of duty towards the global community, a number were compelled to serve because 
of “life-politics,” wherein they encountered a crisis or life transition of some sort, and saw 
volunteering as instrumental to reorient and make sense of their own lives (Butcher and Smith, 
2010).   
 On the other hand, many of the volunteers surveyed in this study also struggled explicitly to 
understand their contributions to the lives of others given the complex realities faced in the field. 
Confronted with disorienting dilemmas, a number of respondents questioned and were critical of the 
power relations they found themselves caught up within. Although self-administered survey is 
limited to ask follow-up questions and probe for degree of satisfaction point out, the conflicted 
responses to questions regarding achieving goals set by the volunteers for themselves hinted of 
personal realisations that spoke of a problematic sense of impact and nominal contribution. Such 
cases offer an alternative to macro level discussions of international volunteerism, revealing that 
those engaged in the field are not “dupes” or otherwise simply self-serving or ethnocentric tourists 
abroad, oriented toward serving powerful American or imperial, ethnocentric parties and discourses. 
Rather, many actively reconcile diverse orientations toward international volunteerism and service, 
from being world missionaries or superheroes, to worse representations, over the course of their 
work.  Many reflected critically on their role as United States citizens abroad, and on the tensions 
between cultures and parties involved in development work. As one respondent saw it, volunteer 
organisations “are actually exploitative…not usually maliciously, but due to ignorance, laziness, or 
competing goals.” Many in relation discussed their own identity, as that of one who had been given 
privileges in the past, or who wanted to represent their country positively abroad.  
These volunteers’ inner worlds as factors that can significantly impact field practice 
complicate and trouble the picture of international volunteerism and service as acts of cultural 
supremacy (or alternatively of organisations’ “pure” altruism), as the volunteers experience 
competing interests in the field. The data also highlight that volunteer identities are individual rather 
than collectively constructed, given the nature of volunteering as often fairly isolated work, 
precluding an understanding of volunteers as a monolithic community with one set of motivations, 
ideals, and experiences (Omoto and Snyder, 2002). Additionally, these data reflect that volunteers are 
highly likely to see their psychological contract with development organisations as one of shared 
obligations and exchange of ideologies rather than as one of mutual benefit and mutual obligation, 
seeing themselves, as individuals, as significant factors that cannot be ignored or “go with the flow,” 
in the field and alongside organisations. 
 
Conclusions  
This study elucidates the perceptions of US-based international volunteers working for one 
development organisation, regarding their motivations and experiences of satisfaction. Such data are 
needed to better understand and therefore enhance the practices taking place within volunteer 
programmes by understanding volunteers’ own views and perspectives. The data add nuance to past 
theoretical and practical discussions in the literature regarding who volunteers and why, and what 
they perceive that they and others gain from their service. Though past research details how 
volunteers’ motivations and experiences can vary in relation to their construction of the field 
(Nichols, 2013; Rosseau, 1995; Omoto and Snyder, 2002), this case elaborates particularly how 
volunteers experience tensions based on their sense of identity in relation to their expectations and 
goals in the field. Volunteer responses to open-ended questions indicate an ongoing process of 
dialectical identity formation that accounts for broader-scale discourses of volunteerism as “soft 
power” and cultural superiority, as well as altruistic social ideals. The volunteers surveyed here are 
hardly dupes of the American government, supporting organisational missions which may be 
problematic from a critical theory perspective. Rather they are critical thinkers, who conceive their 
experiences in the eyes of diverse others, in their host community and in other contexts worldwide. 
Rather than focusing only on themselves, they see the need for development organisations to battle 
possibly harmful self-serving purposes and work for developing communities rather than for the 
volunteers or diplomatic priorities. 
Perhaps the most significant conclusion of this research from the perspective of development 
organisations relates to the desire expressed by volunteers for organisations to more fully share their 
own (volunteers’) commitments to the community being served, despite competing factors and 
priorities apparent to volunteers. Ensuring a better match of ideals and shared obligations between 
volunteers and organisations is no doubt challenging work that goes beyond a basic interview, raising 
tough questions regarding individual and organisational assumptions and ideologies, and challenging 
organisations that wish to recruit volunteers broadly, regardless of nuances in motivation. Yet 
without field workers feeling that their service is complemented by appropriate facilitation by 
organisations, ambivalence regarding success in the field is likely to be a lingering concern 
regardless of the success of volunteers in traveling the world and growing as individuals. Thus, 
volunteer organisations should ensure their policies and practices reflect the aims they advertise, or 
change their discourses to better reflect the critical challenges field workers face. Such changes can 
ensure that organisations also recognise and grapple with, as individual volunteers do, charges of 
“soft power” and cultural superiority, rather than discuss their successes (and failures) in more 
simplistic and superficial terms. 
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